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Book Selection Considerations Within an
African American Children’s Literature
Family Literacy Program
by Jonda C. McNair
In early 2005, I conducted a presentation
at a South Carolina
state reading conference
on African American
children’s literature,
which I define as
books intended for
youth that are written
by and about African
Americans. I shared many of my favorite titles such as
I Love My Hair (Tarpley, 1997), Thunder Rose (Nolen,
2003), Bill Pickett: Rodeo-Ridin’ Cowboy (Pinkney,
1996), In Daddy’s Arms I Am Tall: African Americans
Celebrating Fathers (Steptoe, 1997), and Little Cliff and
the Cold Place (Taulbert, 2002). After the presentation
ended, an African American teacher who appeared to
be in her late 50s or early 60s
approached me and stated that
she never knew there were “so
many books about us.” She
seemed in awe that an hourlong presentation could focus
solely on African American
children’s books, many of
which I suspect she had not
previously known about.
Her statement made me wonder how much African
American parents generally know, in terms of the
availability of African American children’s books, if a
middle-aged African American teacher knew so little
about this body of literature. In all likelihood, parents
probably know less about African American children’s
literature than teachers do, and yet they can and should
play a significant role in their children’s literacy development. Anderson et al. (1985) wrote:
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A parent is a child’s ﬁrst guide through a vast
and unfamiliar world… a child’s ﬁrst mentor on
what words mean and how to mean things with
words…a child’s ﬁrst tutor in unraveling the
fascinating puzzle of written language. A parent is
a child’s one enduring source of faith that somehow, sooner or later, he or she will become a good
reader. (p. 57)
Most African American parents have to raise their children in race-conscious ways that focus attention on this
troublesome cultural phenomenon across numerous
aspects of their lives. (Comer & Poussaint, 1992; Van
Ausdale & Feagin, 2001). For example, African American parents, unlike many White parents, will likely
have to work harder to find culturally relevant materials
like dolls, toys, and children’s literature. I began thinking of ways to secure funding so that I could provide
African American families with children’s literature
written by and about African Americans. In the fall of
2005, I received a Grant-in-Aid award of approximately
$12,500 from the Research Foundation of the National
Council of Teachers of English to implement the family
literacy program. I called the program, “I Never Knew
There Were So Many Books About Us”: Parents and
Children Reading African American Children’s Literature Together.” This article presents a brief description
of the program followed by four main factors that I
considered when providing African American children’s
literature for the families.
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Family Literacy Program
Ten African American families with children in grades
K-2 participated in the program, which took place at
a local church in Anderson, South Carolina. Members
of my sorority had been participating in an afterschool
tutoring project at the church. The program began in
March of 2006, with two-hour workshops taking place
each month on Saturday mornings. Each workshop
lasted from 10:00 a.m. to noon, following this format: 1)
a brief welcome; 2) the introduction of notable African
American authors or illustrators; 3) reading aloud of African American children’s literature; 4) responding to the
books via speaking, drawing, and/or writing; 5) the selection of books and other goodies such as People Colors
crayons; and 6) refreshments. There were 5 monthly
workshops, and the project culminated with a presentation in July of 2006 by James E. Ransome—a children’s
book creator who has received a Coretta Scott King
Illustrator Award. Ransome traveled to Anderson, South
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Carolina to conduct a
presentation and book
signing for the families.
In order to provide
access to the larger community, I contacted the
local public library and
received $1000 to assist
with Mr. Ransome’s
honorarium. He then
presented two times at the public library: one specifically
for the families in the project and then another for the
public. What follows is a description of the book selection process related to this family literacy project and the
thinking that undergirded it.

Book Selection
At every workshop, each family selected 10-12 books,
receiving 50 plus books in total over the course of the
project. I prepared a book selection sheet that indicated
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which books all families should receive and which
copies they could freely select. (See Figure 1 for a copy
of a sample book selection sheet.) This allowed me to
ensure that certain books would be provided to all families while still giving them the freedom to choose some
titles based on their children’s interests and preferences.
I considered numerous factors when purchasing books
for the families and will explore four of them in this
article: award-winning authors and illustrators, diversity
of genre, classics, and realistic issues.
Award-Winning African American Authors and
Illustrators
Highlighting the work of authors and illustrators at
each workshop was a way to introduce families to notable children’s book creators that I felt they should know
about. I focused on authors who have garnered prestigious awards such as the Coretta Scott King Award,
Caldecott Honor, and Boston Globe-Horn Book
Award. For example, I presented on Brian Pinkney who
received a Coretta Scott King Illustrator Honor and
Caldecott Honor for Duke Ellington: The Piano Prince
and His Orchestra (Pinkney, 1998). I also introduced
Angela Johnson and some of her books such as Do Like
Kyla (1990) Tell Me a Story, Mama (1989). I told the
parents about Johnson receiving the MacArthur Genius
grant as well as other interesting tidbits of information.
Each week that I highlighted an author or illustrator, I
made sure to include books by that person for selection
at the workshop. I wanted the families to know about
these authors and illustrators so that after the program
was over, they could continue to seek out books by
them at public libraries and bookstores.
Diversity of Genre
I made a special effort to choose books across various genres such as poetry,
nonfiction, fantasy, contemporary realistic fiction,
and historical fiction. For
instance, I provided biographies of notable figures
ranging from Bill Pickett, a
famous cowboy, to Ella Fitzgerald, the jazz singer. I also

provided one of my favorite fantasy titles, The Adventures of Sparrowboy, (Pinkney, 1997)—a story of a boy
who loves comics and after a mishap on his bike with
a bird develops the ability to fly and perform heroic
feats like his comic book hero, Falconman. Exposing
children to different genres is beneficial for them in a
number of ways, and it introduces them to each genre’s
distinct textual features and characteristics. For example, children reading about the accomplishments of
people like Bill Pickett can be inspired and learn about
little known aspects of history while fantasy offers an
escape from reality.
Classics
Generally, when discussing children’s books that are
classics, there is mention of titles such as Where the
Wild Things Are (Sendak, 1963), The Polar Express
(Van Allsburg, 1985), and The Very Hungry Caterpillar
(Carle, 1969), but I would argue that there are African
American children’s books that are classics too (McNair,
2010). These books also display exceptional writing,
literary innovation, and touch on universal themes
(e.g., love and friendship) that all children can relate to
in some way. Some of the classics that I made available
to families included Honey, I Love and Other Love Poems
(Greenfield, 1977), Flossie and the Fox (McKissack,
1986), Meet Danitra Brown (Grimes, 1994), Bigmama’s
(Crews, 1991) and Aunt Flossie’s Hats (and Crab Cakes
Later) (Howard, 2001).
Realistic Issues
Last, I wanted to share books that focused on realistic
and traumatic issues that children sometimes experience. As much as we would like to protect children
from hardships like the death of a loved one or the
incarceration of a parent, we are not able to do this.
We can provide books to allow them to see that they
are not alone in dealing with these hardships and that
other children have successfully worked through them.
For example, Visiting Day (Woodson, 2002) is a story
that sensitively handles a young girl’s trip to visit her
daddy who is in prison while Everett Anderson’s Goodbye
(Clifton, 1983) focuses on a young boy going through
the stages of the grieving process after the death of
his father. I made both of these books available to the
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families. Near the end of the family literacy project,
I learned that one of the mothers had recently been
released from jail and was trying to rebuild the relationship with her daughter. This mother shared with me
that she appreciated having a book like Visiting Day to
talk about the experience with her child.

Conclusion
This family literacy program, now supported fully
by my sorority, has continued annually in my community—though on a much smaller scale. Families
attend a two-hour event at the public library and are
able to choose 10 African American children’s books.
Most of the families are African American but there
are also families of other races (e.g., interracial and
White, for example) that now participate as word
has spread throughout the community. The factors
I have presented about my thoughts related to book
selection can be applied to other community literacy
programs. Thinking about issues related to race, genre,
and award-winning, high-quality titles are factors that
would enhance any program. I hope that the ideas
shared here can provide others with inspiration and
ideas to support families and communities as they help
children to develop into avid readers while utilizing
racially diverse literature.
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